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My thesis explores the field of Social Impact Design and 
determines a methodology that designers can leverage
to design with better impact.
Addressing highly complex issues requires a multidisciplinary 
approach. When design is incorporated into the problem-solving 
process, its human-centered principles and methodologies lead to 
stronger solutions. Social issues such as poverty, unemployment, 
homelessness, caste system, sexual harassment, and gender 
inequality are associated with Wicked Problems. These 
Wicked Problems–like economic, environmental, political, and 
bureaucratic issues–create even more intricate global dilemmas. 
Understanding these extremely complex issues and applying 
design thought process, allows for even greater strides toward 
making an impact.
Design needs to be practiced not just in form, function, and 
aesthetics but also with an added sense of responsibility and 
purpose. This concept of design with a social conscience and 
an intent to make an impact, is something that needs to be 
recognized more by design students.
Through extensive research, I have identified a methodology that 
allows designers to efficiently implement the principles of Social 
Impact Design, and design solutions with better impact. 
One of the tangible outcomes of my thesis is a framework of a 
mobile application for designers. Through the use of interaction 
and user experience design, the app will enable designers to: 
access a curated list of creative processes; experience social 
issues and associated wicked problems through a challenging 
activity; showcase and discuss their design strategy, plan, and 
ideation; connect with like-minded individuals and execute their 
solutions; lead by example and inspire others to get involved.
My thesis aims to be effective in mobilizing and collating 
information about social impact design and to help improve 
community strength. Whether or not my thesis produces the 
desired effect, the knowledge and experience derived, is 
extremely valuable in my pursuit of Design for Social Impact.
Social Impact Design Students
Impact Design Social App
Social Issues Wicked Problems









How can design students leverage the principles of Social Impact 
Design more efficiently and design with better impact? 
Comprehensive resources can help prepare future generations of 
designers to have design cognition for social impact. We can also 
translate the momentum of a social media message into a tangible 
action for better social impact by sharing experiences.
The concept of design with a social conscience and an intent to 
make an impact, is something that needs to be recognized more 
by design students. Impact is complex, hard to create, and even 
more difficult to measure. Social Impact, as a matter of fact,
comes with added complexities and challenges. But design has 
the power and ability to create an impact, rather social impact.
Through extensive research, I have identified a methodology that 
allows designers to efficiently implement the principles of Social 
Impact Design, and design solutions with better impact. 
One of the tangible outcomes of my thesis is a framework of a 
mobile application for designers. Through the use of interaction 
and user experience design, the app will enable designers 
to: learn about the principles; experience social issues and 
associated wicked problems through a challenging activity; 
showcase and discuss their design strategy, plan and ideation; 
connect with like-minded individuals and execute their solutions; 
lead by example and inspire others to get involved.
My design inquiry aims to be effective in mobilizing and
collating information about social impact design and to help 
improve community strength.
Research design topics Identify a methodology
Increase awareness Curate creative processes
Showcase social conscience Generate implicit intent
Provide resources Conceptualize an app










I understand the gravity of a heavily research driven thesis for a 
designer and also realize the onus of doing justice to the subject 
matter and to the field of design. The quest to understand the 
concept of Design for Social Impact, led me to a good initial 
research. I read through several books, articles, white papers, 
browsed websites, and tried several apps. This research opened 
up numerous avenues of design and motivated me to better 
understand the factors that may help design students.
Taking the lead from initial research, I approached several design 
professionals, educationists, social entrepreneurs, strategists, and 
other design and non-design experts. This helped me understand 
the scope and validity of my design inquiry. In this process, I got to 
meet and get insights from some incredible people that made me  
realize the vastness and power of the field of design. The primary 
focus was to understand the methodologies and concepts that are 
in practice but nascent or feeble amongst design students.
“Design actually when done well is a point of view.” –Kenneth 
Bailey, founder of the Design Studio for Social Intervention,
Social Impact Design Summit, Feb 2012. 
Social issues such as poverty, unemployment, homelessness, 
caste system, sexual harassment, and gender inequality are 
complex and are associated with Wicked Problems. These 
Wicked Problems, like economic, environmental, political, and 
bureaucratic issues, create even more intricate global dilemmas. 
“A ‘Wicked Problem’ is not a ‘thing’ but a social construct. It is a 
particular way of looking at the world, of framing the challenges 
we are currently facing.” –Philippe Vandenbroeck, shiftN. 
Today, the human-centered principles and methodologies within 
design are applied to every field, and have been effective in 
better problem-solving. When design theories and methodologies 
are applied to address these complex issues and create a social 
impact, it is termed as Social Impact Design.
The field of Social Impact Design is also known as Social
Design, Public-Interest Design, Socially Responsive Design, 
Transformation Design, and Humanitarian Design. There is a 
plethora of information about this field of design, but it faces 
a dearth of accepted standards, guidelines and heuristics. 
The extensive amount of work done in this field needs to be 
consolidated to determine what does and does not work. 
Social Impact Design
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“Shared understanding means that the stakeholders understand 
each other’s positions well enough to have intelligent dialogue 
about their different interpretations of the problem, and to 
exercise collective intelligence about how to solve it.”
–Jeff Conklin, founder of the CogNexus Institute.
Social Impact Design addresses complex and global issues. 
Shared Understanding becomes even more important for the 
effectiveness of any effort made for a better solution for these 
issues. Efforts have been made to provide available resources, 
to any and all who are dealing with these complex issues, but it 
still lacks an effective knowledge sharing. Social Impact Design 
is a nascent field with a lack of proper definition, parameters, and 
guidelines. This poses a barrier for shared understanding.
“In the Age of Design, getting something done depends on your 
social skills and your network, both formal and informal.”
–Jeff Conklin, founder of the CogNexus Institute.
Social Media provides an opportunity to bring people together 
and exchange information and views in a way that can address 
these complex problems. But, mostly the efforts are limited to 
sharing content and doesn’t always translate in a tangible action. 
“a cross-disciplinary initiative that engages students in
ongoing social impact design projects—not only helps train
future humanitarian designers but also works with them to 
improve global welfare and jump-start social innovation ventures 
now.” –Mariana Amatullo of Designmatters at the Art Center 
College of Design in Pasadena, California, Social Impact Design 
Summit, Feb 2012.
“There is need to document and publicize promising, innovative, 
socially responsible design projects around the globe so that 
others can contextualize and replicate them in the socio-cultural 
environment.” –Dr. Richie Moalosi, Senior Lecturer in Industrial 




“Designing for behavior change requires embracing the quirky 
ways in which our minds work, and how we interact with our 
environment, to better understand how products can help us 
change our behavior.” –Stephen Wendel, Principal Scientist at 
Hello Wallet, Designing for Behavior Change, 2014.
The book Designing for Behavior Change, is a good source 
to understand the basics of human behavior and its relation to 
design, without getting too deep in the field of psychology. In his 
book, Stephen Wendel mentions four phases to lead a product 
design and development.
 “ 1. Understand how the mind decides to act and what that   
  means for behavior change.
 2. Discover the right behaviors to change, given your goals
  and your users’ goals.
 3. Design the product itself around that behavior.
 4. Refine the product’s impact based on careful measurement   
  and analysis. ” 1
We design by observing users and make things usable based 
on their behavior. But when it comes to make an impact, design 
should be the mode of persuasion and not just the other way 
round. Design has an impact when it is usable and implicitly 
translates the desired change in users’ behavior.
 Stephen Wendel, Designing for Behavior Change:
 Applying Psychology and Behavioral Economics
 (Sebastopol, CA: O'reilly Media, 2014), xv.
Mode of Persuasion
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“Design for Social Impact is no different than any other design 
process. It is the 'Strategic Intent' that makes the difference.”
–Udaya Patnaik, founder and principal of Jump Associates.
Taking lead from the secondary sources, I approached a lot of 
professionals to share their insights around the topic of Social 
Impact. I was fortunate to get response from many of them.
Udaya Patnaik, the founder and principal of Jump Associates, is 
one of the incredible people with whom I got to interact. Udaya 
played a very important and 'strategic' role in validating my design 
inquiry and provided a unique perspective that I held on to and 
imbibed in my methodology.
Udaya framed three questions to approach a design solution:
 • How has it looked like?
 • How does it look like?
 • How might it look like?
Design has always been instrumental as a tool to communicate
a point of view, to make an impact, and to drive change.
History is filled with examples where every form of design has 
been instrumental in creating an impact. On a deeper analysis
it appears that 'Intent' is the common theme.
“Social Impact as a strategic intent is often not part of the 
equation for a design solution.” –Udaya Patnaik
“changing the typeface, a small change for some but a strategic 
intent for the designer, may convey a different social impact.”
–Udaya Patnaik
“It is important to assess 'how much the idea of social impact 
has moved in the process of design'. Setting up the strategic 
intent is not enough. Creating an impact requires deep level of 
investigation and it should be a deliberative process. It need not 
be explicit as much it needs to be implicit.” –Udaya Patnaik
Strategic Intent
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“biggest thing about user experience design is that its focus really 
is empathy. It's essentially trying to understand how somebody 
uses something, does something, needs to execute something”
–Tanarra Schneider, Senior Interaction Design Director at FJORD, 
Design for Others in the Moment, Insight Labs, 2011
“it really is all about humanity. It is about trying to take the human 
perspective first, as opposed to being so focused on technology 
or making things beautiful but not useful.” –Tanarra Schneider
Social Impact Design derives from the basics of User Experience 
Design. It needs an extra edge–a more human perspective–set in 
the context of the users to bear the weight of challenges added 
by the users’ ecosystem.
“There is a part of the UX world, more in interaction design, that 
is all about patterns and relying on those patterns to create 
consistent experiences. That can be a really good practice, but it 
can dehumanize what we're doing. We don't spend a lot of time 
investigating if there is something else we could be doing to solve 
the problem better. We become focused on the pattern libraries 
or best practices and don't always investigate whether those best 
practices actually are the most human. We start to do the same 
thing that other people do, which is to make assumptions about 
the people we are serving. Sometimes we need to remove the 
practices of interaction design from UX because we often start 
with interaction design instead of putting the user first.”
–Tanarra Schneider
The thought process resonated with my findings from the initial 
research and interviews with design students. Any design project 
requires to consider the users–persona–before we begin to 
design, but often it doesn't translate completely in the design 
solution. The focus shifts to solution through the intermediate 
steps and does not always translate the user needs or intent.
“We need to become more comfortable with smaller-scale–but 
maybe greater impact–designs. Not everything needs to be 
scaled across a thousand units. We've got this grandiose notion 
that everything we design needs to be monolithic.”
–Tanarra Schneider
Design evolves just like everything else. It is difficult to identify 
'best possible' for something grand but relatively easier for 
something small. It is important to keep in mind the big picture 
but is more important to have a finite scope. Evolve with others. 
Design for others but not just for others. It is important to have a 
vested interest in the challenge to make a better impact. 
Design for Others
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“If you want to go big, stay small and stay connected ” –Kit Miller, 
director of M.K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence, Guest Lecture
at RIT, 2014
The guest lecture by Kit Miller, director of M.K. Gandhi Institute
for Nonviolence, facilitated my association with the institute
as a pro bono designer. During my short stint of six months,
I realized how a non-designer-social-entrepreneur believes and 
practices design. Kit introduced me to her idea of 'design' and
the practical aspect of Systems Design. 
“I see design in everything. Systems Design or as I call it
Non-violent Design System, is nurturing an ecosystem with all the 
entities involved. It is important to create an 'Edge Effect' to get 
the maximum productivity while retaining the individual identity”
–Kit Miller
It is important to constantly seek and draw inspiration from 
different fields. Kit mentioned, one of her source of inspiration
is 'Permaculture', a system of agricultural and social design, 
from which comes the concept of 'Edge Effect'. In the quest to 
understand 'Edge Effect', I explored Permaculture and could draw 
parallels from a lot of principles to the field of design.  
“Social entrepreneurs are people with triple bottom line 
responsibility but you cannot solve it all on your own. You need
to stay connected. Connection is important to create a better 
impact. Talking and discussing with others brings out ideas and 
leads to a better solution.” –Kit Miller
Triple bottom line, a responsibility that defines any social 
entrepreneur, is important for designers alike. Design has the 
power to create an impact and impact should be accounted for 
social, environmental, and economic aspects. Understanding the 
users' ecosystem and considering the Systems Design in a design 
project, affords for better impact. It is important to run ideas 
through the stakeholders and get their response and feedback. 
Systems Design
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“It’s a process that starts with the people you’re designing for and 
ends with new solutions that are tailor made to suit their needs. 
Human-centered design is all about building a deep empathy with 
the people you’re designing for; generating tons of ideas; building 
a bunch of prototypes; sharing what you’ve made with the people 
you’re designing for; and eventually putting your innovative new 
solution out in the world.” –IDEO.org
Human-centered design (HCD) is a creative approach of 
problem solving based on the principles of user-centered 
design. It supports the notion of empathizing with the users and 
understanding their needs and limitations. A human-centered 
design solution overlaps the three lenses: Desirability, Feasibility, 
and Viability. 
On a surface-level these processes appear similar to user 
experience design. But what makes them different is that the 
users are the epicenter of the design throughout the process. 
Designing a better user experience is different than designing
for and with the user.
In the scope of social impact, it becomes important to place the 
users first but not alone. The users' context and ecosystem plays 
a major role in creating the desired impact. There are numerous 
factors that affect a user's response and reaction to a solution. 
These factors are not internal but mostly external that we term 
as wicked problems. The social construct adds another level of 
complexity which can be tackled by adopting a human approach.
Human-Centered Design
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“it is easy for designers to underestimate the gaps that exist 
between prototype and implementation, and in the case of 
wicked problems, these gaps are particularly daunting”
–Robert Fabricant, Co-Founder Design Impact Group (DIG),
Mind The Gaps: The Challenges of Using Design to Scale
Wicked Problems, 2012
Implementation is a very important and mostly neglected
aspect–particularly amongst design students–in design. As 
designers, creating design solutions appear as the final product
or end result. Implementation is seldom part of the equation.
This neglect not only poses real life challenges but also hides the 
flaws that the design solutions have in actual implementation. A 
simple example is delivering designs to developers. As design 
students, design document is mostly limited to design brief. 
Design document in a format that the developers can understand 
and implement is a missing piece. Considering technological 
challenges and efforts of development is mostly surface-level in 
the design process.
On deeper examination of the article, it becomes evident how 
important it is for designers to consider the four gaps in order to 
achieve scale in social innovation. The four gaps are
 1. The System Gap
 2. The Discipline Gap
 3. The Evidence Gap
 4. The Solution Gap
“Design can play a critical role in opening up new ways of 
approaching wicked problems. But as we turn our attention to 
problems of scale, we must acknowledge that design is but one 






Learning is never ending. Different perspectives on the design 
inquiry, allows for a better understanding of the subject matter.
A more extensive examination of available resources strengthens 
the understanding of the complexities involved. This review of 
literature covers a subset of the research to validate the design 
inquiry into the subject matter relating to social impact. It is 
divided up into sections based on the source of information.
Design for the Real World 
Human Ecology and Social Change
Victor Papenek
Pantheon Books
The book by the pioneer and initial proponent of 'Socially and 
Ecologically Responsible Design', gives a thought provoking 
perspective to the field of Design. He also envisioned that design 
as field has a potential to assimilate multiple disciplines and be 
applied to solve complex issues. This book strengthens my notion 
of practicing design not just in form, function and aesthetics but 




This book is an extension to the idea strengthened by Victor 
Papanek in his book 'Design for the real World'. The book gives an 
insight on evolution of Socially Responsible Design, led by radical 
designs and designers. It also introduces the Third World's idea of 
design with a sense of responsibility, which opens up the avenue 
to utilize local knowledge when dealing with complex issues.
Designing for Behavior Change 
Applying Psychology and Behavioral Economics
Stephen Wendel 
O’Reilly Media, 2013
The book is a good source to understand the basics of human 
behavior and its relation to design, without getting too deep in 
the field of psychology. Skimming through the chapters, gave me 
a better understanding of factors to consider in design which can 
nudge user's behavior to do a specific task. 
The learning from this book would be helpful not just for my 
thesis, but for any design project.
Books
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How To Change The World 
Social Entrepreneurs and the Power of New Ideas
David Bornstein
Oxford University Press, 2004
This book is about the success stories of social entrepreneurs, 
who worked against odds to bring the change and positive impact 
in the society. The methodologies each of the change agents 
have used to cater to different issues in different context, is 
inspiring and a good learning to feed into my research topic.
Social Entrepreneurship 
What Everyone Needs to Know
David Bornstein and Susan Davis
Oxford University press, 2010
The author clearly starts with giving a better picture of what 
social entrepreneurship means and then gradually moves toward 
challenges faced. He also mentions the about evaluation of 
impact, which I think is an important area of study and needs 
better understanding. The author questions the involvement of 
different sectors, like education, business, government, et al.
 
Working With Wicked Problems
Philippe Vandenbroeck
the King Baudouin Foundation publication, November 2012
When dealing with social issues, wicked problems are one 
wicked things that need to be addressed and accounted for to 
make solutions better. The book gives a good idea about wicked 
problems, and also methods to deal with complex issues and 
things to be considered while dealing with wicked problems. 
The author mentions about role of design and design thinking in 
formulating solutions for these complex natured problems. This 
book will be a good resource to feed in for my design inquiry.
Books
19
Design And Social Impact
A Cross-Sectoral Agenda for Design Education, 
Research, and Practice
The Smithsonian’s Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum,  
in conjunction with the National Endowment for the Arts and  
The Lemelson Foundation
The white paper based on the “Social Impact Design Summit,” 
is one of the key elements of my preliminary research. The 
concepts, ideas and strategies discussed in the summit by leaders 
and pioneers in the field of social impact design, helped me 
strengthen my understanding and find direction for my thesis. 
The white paper focuses on areas, ranging from lack of common 
understanding to the need for promotion of social impact design.
Design Thinking for Social Innovation
Tim Brown & Jocelyn Wyatt
Stanford Social Innovation Review Winter 2010
This article on Design Thinking very well explains the three 
overlapping but not necessarily sequential spaces of Inspiration, 
Ideation and Implementation in any design project. It made me 
better understand the importance of observing the user behavior 
and embedding oneself in the system to get the actual needs 
and goals of user. As a designer, we need to set aside inhibitions 
and confined thoughts and should explore all the possibilities 
with a free mind. Of course one needs to be conscious of the 
know how to spring board upon, but it shouldn’t be a constraint. 
It incorporates the idea of T-shaped personality and designing 
solutions with inter-disciplinary mindset, which I think aligns to the 
approach needed to solve complex issues.
The Journal of Design strategies: Change Design
Vol. 4, No. 1 | Spring 2010
The New School in association with the School of
Design Strategies at Parsons The New School for Design
The journal has an argument from Ezio Manzini, in which he talks 
about the concept of SLOC-small, local, open and connected. He 
mentions social innovation, sustainability and design for social 
innovation and sustainability. Arjun Appadurai gives an interesting 
insight, not as a counter argument, but as an aid to the terms 
which Ezio mentions. What I find interesting is the idea of counting 
on small steps, utilizing local knowledge and connecting with 
community for better impact. Also, the relational idea of openness 







This toolkit designed specifically for NGOs and social enterprises 
has been extremely instrumental in shaping my design inquiry. 
My thesis is heavily inspired and derived from the HCD toolkit. It 
is impressive in the way it is structured and also how it narrates a 
common language of design thinking to be used by organizations 
across the globe.
Design For Social Impact: HOW-TO GUIDE
IDEO for The Rockefeller Foundation
www.ideo.com/work/design-for-social-impact-workbook-and-
toolkit/ 
This is a great resource to refer. The toolkit efficiently formulates 
dos and don'ts, for design firms, when dealing with social issues 
and social entrepreneurs. 
Design For Others In The moment
Andrew Benedict-Nelson, Insight Labs    
Tanarra Schneider, Manifest Digital
www.theinsightlabs.org/research/design-for-the-user-design-for-
the-moment/
accessed October 18, 2014
The interview, helped me realize that User Experience Design 
when practiced in its true form, aligns with design for social 
impact. The principles and methodologies of user experience 
design can be taken as reference point in formulating the 
principles for social impact design. Definitely, there are 
differences, but I am focusing on taking the best and applying
the difference for a unique set of practices.
Social Interaction Design White Papers
www.gravity7.com/articles_whitepapers.html
accessed October 18, 2014
Website with articles on social interaction design, communication 
technology, impact of internet on interpersonal communication, 
and other human factors of computer mediated interaction. It 






Building Shared Understanding of Wicked Problems
CogNexus Institute founder Jeff Conklin    
Interviewed by Karen Christensen
www.cognexus.org/Rotman-interview_SharedUnderstanding.pdf
Jeff Conklin explains the issues of social complexity and 
wicked problems in an effective manner. His idea of shared 
understanding, strengthens my belief and I feel is worth 
considering in the context of solving any complex issue.
His idea of this era being the era of design and success 
depending on social skills, is a real take away.
Mind the Gaps:
The Challenges of Using Design to Scale Wicked Problems
Design Impact Group (DIG) Co-Founder Robert Fabricant    
http://www.slideshare.net/geoffreydorne/end-of-yearbook
Robert Fabricant shares a first-hand experience of challenges and 
limitations of design in the space of social impact. He explains 
four gaps that designers easily underestimate between prototype 
and implementation. The article shares a very interesting and 
important perspectives on implementation, that can very well 
appear as one of the wicked problems when it comes to scaling 
solutions for social impact.
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Websites AIGA : Design for Good
www.aiga.org/design-for-good/
accessed October 16, 2014
Open IDEO
www.openideo.com/
accessed October 16, 2014
Design For America
www.designforamerica.com/
accessed October 18, 2014
DoSomething
www.dosomething.org/
accessed October 18, 2014
Creative For A Cause
A Resource for Visual Communications Educators
www.creativeforacause.org/index.html
accessed October 18, 2014
Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability
Parsons DESIS Lab
www.newschool.edu/desis/
accessed October 18, 2014
Designmatters
Art Center College of Design
www.designmattersatartcenter.org/
accessed October 18, 2014
d. School
Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford
www.dschool.stanford.edu/
accessed October 18, 2014
Impact Design Hub
www.impactdesignhub.org/









Synthesis of research and information collected is crucial in 
idea generation. It is important to use different perspectives 
to synthesize the insights. Mind-mapping, paper-prototyping, 
sketching, and post-it notes were some of the techniques used
at different stages throughout the project to set a context within 
the design. These processes were iterative and the end results 




Based on the research I identified that designers need to realize 
the intent for their design, select context appropriate tools and 
translate the intent into their design solution. But this idea was too 
vague. This wasn't a method to help designers identify processes 
that they may use. So I started to define a methodology by putting 
terms around the creative criterion of 'Intention', 'Selection', and 
'Translation'. This allowed me to identify the methodology but then 
more specifically to define the phases and add more complex or 
detailed processes under each of the identified phases.
Figure 2: Post It Notes
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Visual Representation of karma
After identifying the creative criterion, defining the methodology 
and breaking it into phases, identifying the steps for the phases, 
and curating the processes for these steps, the next step was to 
create an appropriate visual representation of karma. The five 
defining phases of karma appeared to be as a simple five-point 
diagram. On deeper exploration it was realized that 'Assess' is 
a key factor to create impact and needs to be practiced at each 
and every step. It is a pervasive phase overlapping all the other 
phases. The first four phases–Know, Act, Reflect, Make–are 
recursive. This led to the creation of the final process diagram.
Figure 3: Diagram Sketches
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The biggest challenge for the project was to take a stance on
the research and synthesize the information. In the ideation stage,
the synthesis of the insights generated the base structure of the 
methodology. The next crucial aspect was the process to create
a clear and concise content for the toolkit. The extensive amount 
of research and insight was difficult to compile in a concise 
and non-verbose language. The toolkit started with text heavy 
sections but laying out the content facilitated the refinement of 
content. Keeping the target audience in focus, the content was 
trimmed to provide a non-exhaustive experience yet retain the 
essence of the research. Before the digital exploration could 
begin, the content was reviewed and refined iteratively.
karma–A toolkit developed by combining learnings and inputs 
from preachers and practitioners.
These sources range from designers to design strategists;
white papers to design toolkits; decision makers to urban farmers; 




Design has always been instrumental as a tool to communicate
a point of view, to make an impact, and to drive change.
History is filled with examples where every form of design has 
been instrumental in creating an impact. Be it the role of posters 
during World War I and World War II; graphic designs used
to drive social change during Russian Constructivism; the iconic 
poster of Woodstock; or the Obama presidential campaign;
design had an impact. The role that design plays can be 
understood by the absence of design.
Pick any of the posters and ask these questions:
What was the intent behind the poster?
Did the impact supplement the intent?
Even if these were designed differently, they would have made an 
impact. Why? Because there was a purpose–a strategic intent–to 
trigger the change and create an impact. 
Design is a balance of different components: semantics, 
syntactics, and pragmatics; desirability, feasibility, and viability; 
ethos, pathos, and logos; form, function, and aesthetics;
This concept has been taught, prophesied, and promoted by 
designers over the years. In recent decades, design has
evolved not just as a tool but as a thought process. When
design is incorporated into the problem-solving process, its 
human-centered principles and methodologies lead to
stronger solutions. 
Design needs to be practiced not just in form, function, and 
aesthetics but also with an added sense of responsibility and 
purpose. This concept of design with a social conscience is 
something that needs to be recognized more by design students.
Impact is complex, hard to create, and even more difficult to 
measure. Social Impact, as a matter of fact, comes with added 
complexities and challenges. But design has the power and
ability to create an impact, rather social impact.
How do we design with better impact?
What makes design for social impact any different than





Figure 6: DeSI Criterions
Design is extrapolation of thoughts; thoughts that are solution to
a problem; problem that is understood by empathizing with users.
Design for Social Impact (DeSI) is a process and methodology that 
helps strengthen the solution, to bear the weight of challenges 
added by the users’ ecosystem. It drives a solution that leverages 
the power and ability of design to create an impact. 
DeSI is no different than any other design process in a traditional 
sense, but it surely has a different criterion (Fig. 6). We need to 
validate every step in the process with these criterions:
IntentIon
Set a strategic intent
SelectIon
Select appropriate tool in the context
tranSlatIon
Translate the intent into the design
IntentIon







Persuasion through design needs a strategic intent. Mostly, setting 
that intent is not a priority. When we design for Social Impact, we 
need to strategize the ‘Why’ and ‘What’ we need to accomplish. 
The intent needs to be clear and may refine over the course of the 
project when the complexities increase and the strategy needs to 
be changed.
There are always multiple options available to accomplish
any thing. But not all the options are effective in every context.
Taking the available tools and choosing the right ones,
sets apart the design solution.
We design by observing users and make things usable based 
on their behavior. But when it comes to make an impact, design 
should be the mode of persuasion and not the other way round. 
We need to translate the intent into a design solution.
Do not just rely on design patterns.
It is important to focus on patterns and best practices but relying 
just on them dehumanizes the design solution. We need to step 
back, sink-in, observe what is needed, understand, and then use 
them in our solution to enhance the impact.
Change in context changes the strategic intent and
the appropriate tools and methodologies. 
Think of a project using a particular font and a color. Now imagine 
the project with a radically different font and color. Now imagine 
using the same project but in a radically different context.
Did it change your perception?
Impact can be both positive and negative.
Behavior can change either in a good way or a bad way. That is 
why assessment and iteration is vital for better impact. Proper 
translation feeds the intention to the next iteration.
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The Process
Figure 7: Phases of DeSI
The process of Design for Social Impact or DeSI, goes through
five phases:  
know • act • reflect • make • aSSeSS 
The first four phases of karma are linear but recursive. Assess is 












In the Know phase, we understand the larger scope of the project 
to get a clear idea of the challenge at hand. We also recognize the 
users and their ecosystem. The motive is to define the challenge 
statement and get the basics right before going out into the field.
With the basics in sight, it is then time to Act. In this phase we 
collect user stories and inspiration out in the field. This phase 
involves a lot of interaction with the users and observation of
their ecosystem. The key is, not to filter out but to extract.
No information is useless but not every information is relevant. 
With enough data collected in the ‘Act’ phase, the next phase 
is to brain dump and reflect. In this phase we use different 
perspectives to synthesize the insights. We focus on relevant 
information and generate ideas. 
Synthesis of information generates ideas. What we do with those 
ideas makes them worthy or not. In this phase we get our hands 
dirty, not literally, or may be. We create tangible design solutions. 
Don’t fall for perfection in the first pass. It is important to iterate 
and improve.
Learning from failure is as important as getting things right.
This phase is pervasive and overlaps all the other phases at all 
times. Have confidence in the design decisions but assess them 
against the set intent at every step.
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Visual Language
A consistent visual language is vital for an effective delivery of the 
design solution. It is also important to balance the elements while 
retaining their differences to create a cohesive solution.
The goal was to identify an identity for each of the phases to 
clearly and distinctively convey the intent. A color scheme was 
identified based on the characteristics of the phases.
  know
  This phase is about getting the basics right and setting a   
  solid ground for the project.
  An earthen shade was chosen to identify this intent. 
  act
  This phase is about getting the stories and insights from   
  the users without any prejudices, assumptions, and biases.
  A silver-gray color was chosen to convey the neutral   
  mindset and unbiased approach.
  reflect
  This phase focuses on reflecting on the stories and   
  insights to synthesize the information and generate ideas.
  A shade of blue was chosen to signify reflection.
  make
  This phase is about transforming ideas into tangible design  
  solutions. The key is to iterate and refine.   
  A shade of red was chosen to convey the passion.
  aSSeSS
  This phase is about constant validation and assurance that  
  the intent is translated at each step.
  A shade of green was chosen to convey assurance.
Color Selection
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The medium of this project is print as well as digital so I wanted 
to incorporate the elegance of a serif typeface combined with the 
modern look of a sans serif typeface.
The other characteristic taken into consideration was the target 
audience–designers. I wanted to depict the creativity of designers 
through the thick and thin strokes in a single typeface.
Baskerville and Proxima Nova were the combination for typeface 
that stood out and validated the desired visual language.
Baskerville was used for title and symbols.
Proxima Nova works great for print and digital alike. It was used 
for the toolkit and for the mobile app design.
KARMA




The goal was to keep the visual language consistent across 
medium. To create a set of icons for the app using minimal 
elements while retaining the visual language was interesting.
The icon set was created using the base elements derived from 
the process diagram of the methodology.
Figure 8: Icon Development
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App Design Iterations
The content of the app is intended to be visually strong. The goal 
was to design the app not to compete with the content or create 
visual noise while maintaining the visual language consistency.








Figure 10: Toolkit Cover Page + Process Page
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Figure 11: karma Phases + How To
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Figure 12: know Phase + Intention
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Figure 13: know Selection + Translation
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Figure 14: act Phase + Intention
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Figure 15: act Selection + Translation
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Figure 16: reflect Phase + Intention
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Figure 17: reflect Selection + Translation
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Figure 18: make Phase + Intention
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Figure 19: make Selection + Translation
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Figure 20: aSSeSS Phase + Intention
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Figure 22: App Screens A–B
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Figure 23: App Screens C–D
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Figure 24: App Screens E–F
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Assess, an integral part of my methodology, was also a pervasive 
phenomenon of my project. The project was reviewed, critiqued, 
discussed, and challenged by academic advisors, peers, and 
professionals throughout the inception, proposal, research, 
ideation, and creation of the project. Each committee member 
brought a different perspective to the project and posed 
questions that led to further refinement of the scope and validity 
of my design inquiry. The full-committee meeting created an
'Edge Effect' that resulted in utmost productivity. Even though 
constant research posed a challenge to my project, it also led 
me to constantly question my hypothesis, and in the pursuit to 
answer those questions I explored various facets of design and 
related study from other experts. I was also fortunate to share 
my design inquiry and proposal, meet, discuss, and interview 
other stakeholders who were instrumental in guiding this project. 
The primary stakeholders and target audience of the project 
being design students, offered me to connect with peers for their 
valuable feedback and suggestion.
This project was started with the primary focus on social impact, 
but during the course of the project it surfaced that the design 
inquiry very well sufficed 'impact' through design in general. 
Through continuous dialog with various stakeholders it was 
evident that the cognition of design for and with an impact, need 
to be addressed and prophesied amongst design students.
After assessment of the initial structure for the methodology, the 
'Assess' phase was recognized by the academic advisors and 
other design experts to be a pervasive phase that overlaps all the 
other phases, and that led to the final version of the diagram for 
the methodology. Similarly, when the first draft of the toolkit was 
shared with peers and design students, it became evident that 
the content needed to be trimmed and made concise for better 
understanding and retention.
During the course of this project, I was working as a UX & UI 
Designer at Ahold USA (Quincy, MA). Being the only designer 
in a team that was heavily technology driven with a pre-existing 
design methodology, lent me a perfect testing ground. It was 
challenging to mold the design process for an agile development 
environment and to build a new design process for the team. 
In my first six months of the co-op, I was successful in bridging 
the gap between business, technology, and the users. The more 
human approach brought visibility to the team and we could 
assess the impact of the design process. In my second half of the 
co-op I was also mentoring a recent design graduate. It proved to 
be another great opportunity to test my methodology successfully.
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Case Study A Developing Design Process
When I started my co-op as a UX & UI Designer at Ahold USA 
(Quincy, MA), I was the only designer in a team that was heavily 
technology driven, and it lent me a perfect testing ground. The 
existing understanding of design was a bit stereotypical–design 
makes things pretty. The existing process for design was:
 • Requirements were given to a designer
 • Specifics about features were predefined
 • Actual users were not part of the design process
 • No integration of design with business and development
 • Feedbacks were mostly from supervisors
 • Lack of design thinking
The good part was that the team and my manager were very open 
and supportive to new methodologies. It was challenging for me 
too, to understand the business-value aspect that my manager 
had to share and to modify my design methods to suit the agile 
development process. It was a good example of Edge Effect.
The team had implemented an iPad application in the bakery 
department of a pilot store. When I joined the team, I started with 
the Heuristic Evaluation of the existing application and that
uncovered a lot of other factors which were hindering a buy-in 
from the actual users. I then gathered the previous requirement 
documents and studied the known and unknown. Multiple visits 
were made to the pilot store where the proof-of-concept was 
implemented. I also made visits to other stores to gather different 
perspectives from a wider user spectrum. I was practicing karma 
in smaller steps. These methods created impact and were 
appreciated by my manager. I was asked to document them to 
define a structure for design and development in the team.
After modifications to the existing design and implementing a 
more simplified solution, there was still not much traction from the 
users. After couple of failures I realized that the intent with which 
the team was driving the project was 'Make the Stores Digital'. 
The qualitative assessment revealed the fact that the associates 
were considering this app being imposed on them as opposed 
to being something that will make their work easier. I started the 
process again but this time only to involve the associates from the 
very beginning of the design process and also include developers 
and leads in the brainstorming sessions. This helped build trust 
and validated the benefits of a user-centric approach to not just 
design but development. The new version of the application was 
much more simplified and human. That led the team to roll out the 
project successfully to forty-eight stores. This led to a project for 
another department and eventually into a bigger project to design 
and develop a custom-order management system.
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Case Study B KARMA: Practiced by a Recent Graduate 
In the second term of my co-op as a UX & UI Designer at Ahold 
USA (Quincy, MA), I was asked to mentor a new co-op who was 
a recent design graduate from Penn State University's College of 
Arts and Architecture, with a degree in Integrative Arts. After the 
initial assessment of his skill set and understanding of the design 
process and approach, it became evident that he was a perfect 
fit as the target user for my thesis. This provided me another 
great opportunity to test my methodology. As karma was already 
the design methodology of the team–phrased in different terms 
to honor the Non Disclosure Agreement (NDA)–it was easier to 
mentor without defying the now usual work culture driven by a 
dialog around karma.
After practicing the methodology for over a period of five months, 
the mentee realized the difference in the design thought process 
and that was also evident in the design solutions. I was honored 
to get a written assessment from the mentee.
“Starting my UX/UI Design career as a Co-op for Ahold USA, I 
didn’t have the thought process of designing for the user, but I 
was rather designing for visual appeal. Taking that into point,
my design process was limited to acquiring the specs, then going 
straight into designing the visuals. With this being my approach
to tackling interface design, I missed out on an array of factors 
that are essential in creating a respectable interface that is not 
only visually appealing but more importantly usable and effective 
for the user.
After being mentored by Vineet, I learned the process and the 
methods that were helpful to me in creating a more effective 
design solution. I found the necessity in understanding the 
challenge at hand, gathering and structuring the information
and creating effective workflows that make the user’s experience 
seamless. I had at my discretion, a defined methodology that 
helped me identify various processes that I could choose based 
on the challenge and context in which I was designing.
The experience and knowledge I have gained while working 
under Vineet has been irreplaceable. My UX/UI career has only 
begun but this revised understanding and perspective of design 
has giving me a head start in becoming the designer I strive to 
become. With that being said, I still have a lot to learn, but now I 
have a persistent appetite for design treatments and reasoning 
for every design decision I make.”
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Dissemination
Part of this project, the methodology, is currently implemented 
at Ahold USA (Quincy, MA). The methodology was modified and 
phrased differently to honor the NDA signed with the company, 
The methodology is also shared with industry experts to share 
their thoughts and feedback for future improvements. The toolkit 
is also practiced by some peers in different locations and settings 
to further measure its effectiveness. It was also a part of a formal 
Thesis Show for the Visual Communication Design MFA 2016. 
Upon completion this documentation was published to ProQuest 
and archived at the Wallace Library. After publication, this project 
will be submitted to a variety of competitions and publications.
C77DA – Core77 Design Awards
Design Ignites Change – Student Innovation Awards
ADAA – Adobe Design Achievement Awards
Fast Co. Innovation By Design Awards & Conference









The design inquiry that started with identifying how can design 
students leverage the principles of Social Impact Design more 
efficiently and design with better impact, evolved into how we 
can have designers use better methods more frequently to create 
designs with better impact.
In its current implemented form in an agile development setting, 
it is a creative process to help identify the expectations from 
each design phase–or rather the entire project life cycle–and 
the appropriate tools to select and then translate the intent into 
the designs that eventually translates into the end product. It 
has helped foster a dialog of design and idea of design thinking 
between different stakeholders including and not limited to 
designers, developers, managers, business, and most importantly 
actual users. Such a qualitative feedback from a non-design and 
technology focused environment, motivates and strengthens the 
idea that it is possible to foster a dialog of design with a purpose 
within the design community.
It is also implemented and practiced by designers in varied 
context. It is definitely a positive sign to get a testimony of a more 
evolved design thought process from a designer who practiced 
karma for about 5 months. This gives me hope to take this 
further and give time for it to grow and evolve into a system that 
leverages the dialog of karma. 
This research led into an increased understanding of design, the 
field of social impact, design education, social entrepreneurship, 
impact design, human-centered design, and numerous other 
design and non-design fields that can lend themselves to us as a 
way to design better with better impact.  
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Future Implications
The goal of my thesis was to identify a creative criteria that helps 
designers become better at what they do through frequent 
application of a repeatable methodology aided by appropriate 
tools curated for each phase of the project life cycle. Within 
the scope of the thesis, the goal has been achieved and to an 
extent been successful in validating my design inquiry. It is not 
the end, but it is the beginning to explore different avenues that 
were exposed during my research and curate a even better and 
exhaustive resource that may help designers in their pursuit of 
design for better impact.
The future goal is also to develop and build upon the concept of 
the mobile application that will enable designers to: access the 
toolkit; experience social issues and associated wicked problems 
through a challenging activity; showcase and discuss their design 
strategy, plan and ideation; foster a dialog around karma; connect 
with like-minded individuals and execute their solutions; and lead 




I started this thesis project keeping in mind the Social Impact as a 
key factor. But during the course of this project I acquired a better 
understanding of the challenge being the lack of an implicit intent, 
selection of appropriate tools, and translation of the purpose into 
the design solution. The challenge was no more a niche of Social 
Impact through design but Impact itself. 
This project has been instrumental in opening up new avenues of 
design and other fields that I would surely want to explore in the 
near future and beyond. Design, as rich and diverse is the field, 
leverages methods and processes form various other fields and 
that fascinates me as a designer. I started my academic career 
as an Engineer and moved on to work as a Software Professional 
before deciding to pursue my masters in the field of design. I am 
finishing my MFA in Visual Communication Design while writing 
this document. I believe that the methodical and logical approach 
derived from my engineering background balances my free 
flowing and creative thought process as a designer. The technical 
skills derived from my experiences at RIT, allow me to remain 
pragmatic with content creation while simultaneously considering 
the semantics and syntactics of design. This developed sensitivity 
helps create a better user experience through artifact that not 
only speaks to the mind but touches the heart. With this approach, 
I started this thesis and have attained a stage that sets the ground 
for further learning and growth as a designer and a better member 
of the society. 
I definitely feel matured as a designer today than I was at the 
beginning of my masters program. The deeper understanding 
about design and user experience that I have acquired during
the course of my thesis, has led me to stand firm in front of 
design professionals of over twenty years of experience. Today, 
I can confidently hold a dialog about the principles and basics of 
design with these experts and garner the finer details they have 
to share. This deeper understanding has led me to get job offers 
from corporations that are well known and established in their 
respective fields. I can only see my passion to know and learn 
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